Although there has been much work published that assumes that independent community archives have an important impact on communities, little research has been done to empirically assess this impact. This research paper begins to fill in this gap by reporting on the results of a series of qualitative interviews with academic members of one ethnic community regarding their responses to one community archives. More specifically, this study reports on interviews conducted with South Asian American educators regarding their responses to the South Asian American Digital Archive (SAADA), an independent nonprofit community-based organization that operates the websites www.saadigitalarchive.org. and www.firstdaysproject.org. The study reports on several emergent themes: the absence of or difficulty in accessing historical materials related to South Asian Americans before the emergence of SAADA; the affective and ontological impact of discovering SAADA for the first time; the affective impact of SAADA on respondents' South Asian American students; and SAADA's ability to promote feelings of inclusion both within the South Asian American ethnic community and in the larger society. Together, these 1 The authors would like to thank Anne Gilliland, Ricardo Punzalan, and Gregory Leazer for their insightful comments on an earlier draft of this paper and all of the respondents for their participation.
Introduction
Although there has been much work published that assumes that independent community archives have a positive impact on communities and individuals, little research has been done to empirically study this impact. This research paper begins to fill in this gap by reporting on the results of a series of qualitative interviews with South Asian American academics regarding their affective responses to the South Asian American Digital Archive (SAADA), an independent nonprofit community-based organization that operates the websites www.saadigitalarchive.org and www.firstdaysproject.org. SAADA's mission is to create a more inclusive society by giving voice to South Asian Americans through documenting, preserving, and sharing stories that represent their unique and diverse experiences. The organization broadly defines South Asian American to include all those in the U.S. who trace their heritage to Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, and the many South Asian diaspora communities across the globe.
This research began with the theoretical concept of symbolic annihilation. Symbolic annihilation is a term media studies scholars use to describe the ways in which minoritized groups are ignored, misrepresented, or maligned by mainstream media. 2 We sought to collect empirical data to assess whether a similar phenonomenon was at play in archives and, if so, if community archives have an impact in countering such feelings of misrepresentation. Through the collection of empirical data, we sought to uncover how members of one particular ethnic community respond to both absences and misrepresentations in mainstream repositories and attempts to counter such absences and misrepresentations through an independent community 2 Gaye Tuchman, "Introduction: The Symbolic Annihilation of Women by the Mass Media," in Hearth and Home: Images of Women in the Mass Media, Gaye Tuchman, Arlene Kaplan Daniels, and James Benet, eds., New York: Oxford University Press, 1978, p. 3-38.
archives. More specifically, our research builds theory by answering the question: How can we think about the impact of community archives on members of communities that have been marginalized by mainstream archives? Our findings indicate that community archives can have an important episteomogical, ontologicial, and social impact on members of marginalized communities. We propose a new term, representational belonging, to describe the ways in which community archives empower people who have been marginalized by mainstream media outlets and memory institutions to have the autonomy and authority to establish, enact, and reflect on their presence in ways that are complex, meaningful, substantive, and positive to them in a variety of symbolic contexts. 3 We choose SAADA as our case study because of both ease of access (the first author of this paper is one of the organization's co-founders) and the practical implications our findings may have for the organization. 4 SAADA is an independent nonprofit community archives whose 2008 founding and history has been well-documented in the archival studies literature. 5 The 3 Although the research team developed the term "representational belonging," we were subsequently made aware of a prior usage of this term in Josen Masangkay Diaz, "The Subject Case: The Filipino Body and the Politics of Making Filipino America," Dissertation, University of California, San Diego, 2014.
4 The first author of this paper is also a board member of SAADA. The authors fully acknowledge that they are not impartial, "neutral" observers of community-based archives, but active participants in the phenomenon they are examining, in line with the past forty years of social science research in the interpretivist paradigm. organization is governed by an independent board of directors made up of a paid fulltime Executive Director, two scholars of South Asian American history, a media strategist, a lawyer, a journalist, and a scholar of archival studies. Only one of the board members is not of South Asian descent. The organization relies on a group of dedicated volunteers nation-wide who track down, digitize, and describe materials; fundraise; and help plan events. SAADA is run entirely on a post-custodial model such that, rather than accept physical custody of records, SAADA borrows records from individuals, families, organizations, and academic and government repositories, digitizes them, describes them in a culturally appropriate manner, links them to related materials in the archives, and makes them freely accessible online to anyone in the world with an internet connection. After digitization, the physical materials remain with the individual, family, organization, or repository from which they originated. Although every community archive is unique, there are broad commonalities that unite many community archives such as participation, shared stewardship, multiplicity of formats and views; activism, and reflexivity 6 . SAADA exemplifies many of these commonalities and as such, provides a fertile ground for further exploring the community archives phenomenon in the U.S.
Literature Review
This literature review describes the existing state of scholarship in areas key to the research reported in this study: symbolic annihilation; affect in archives; community archives; and assessments of the impact of archives.
Symbolic Annihilation
6 Michelle Caswell, "Toward a Survivor-Centered Approach to Records Documenting Human Rights Abuse: Lessons from Community Archives," Archival Science 14:3-4 (2014): 307-322.
Communications scholar George Gerbner was the first to use the term "symbolic annihilation," to claim that, in the realm of television, "representation in the fictional world signifies social existence, absence means symbolic annihilation." 7 Since the late 1970s, feminist media scholars have used the term "symbolic annihilation" to denote how strong women characters are absent, grossly under-represented, maligned, or trivialized by mainstream television programming, news outlets, and magazine coverage, both fictional and nonfictional. 8 This absence and misportrayal of women sends the distinct message that "women don't count for much" in society, with profound and wide-ranging implications for how children perceive gender roles, how girls imagine what is possible in their futures, and how women are treated at home and at work.
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To be symbolically annihilated is to be an eternal outsider whose very existence is presumed to be an impossibility. In the wake of this absence, marginalized communities fail to see themselves or their place in the world.
The concept of symbolic annihilation has since been taken up to describe how marginalized groups are misrepresented or absent in a variety of symbolic contexts, from media to museums to tours of historic sites. For example, Debra Merskin surveyed Native Americans to gauge the impact of the group's both "actual and symbolic annihilation" at the hands of white film and television makers. further identified six representational strategies through which this symbolic annihilation operates: exclusive focus on slave owners; absence of any mention of slavery; mention of slavery briefly and perfunctorily; use of euphemism such as "servitude" rather than slavery; use of passive voice and neutral pronouns; and presenting the white experience as universal.
In archival studies, the first author of this paper has adapted the term to denote how members of marginalized communities feel regarding the absence or misrepresentation of their communities in archival collection policies, in descriptive tools, and/ or in collections themselves.
14 She asserts that community archives can serve as powerful forces against symbolic annihilation by collecting a more inclusive historical record; using language emic to communities to describe those records; and creating preservation and access policies that reflect community values.
This initial conversation about symbolic annihilation in archives contributes to a longstanding discussion in archival studies over silences and absences in the historical record.
Without identifying appraisal as an archival function, anthropologist Michel-Rolph Trouillot identified four major stages in which silences are written into the historic record: the creation of sources, the creation of archives, the creation of narratives, and the creation of formal history. 15 Similarly, Verne Harris argues that archives collect only a sliver of available documentation about only a sliver of events, resulting in a deep amnesia in archives. 
Affect in Archives
Affect here is defined as "those visceral forces beneath, alongside," feeling and emotions, encompassing the conscious, the semi-conscious, and that which is "other than conscious knowing" the non-cognitive, non-linguistic and non-rational forces that undergird thought, action, and relationships. 
Community archives
Recent work in archival studies reflects a growth in independently operated, communitybased archival organizations. Flinn, Stevens and Shepherd found that political activism, community empowerment, and social change were prime motivating factors undergirding these fiercely independent archival efforts. 35 In this light, the creation of community archives can be seen as a form of political protest in that it is an attempt to seize the means by which history is written and correct or amend dominant stories about the past. Flinn and Stevens assert: "…The endeavor by individuals and social groups to document their history, particularly if that history has been generally subordinated or marginalized, is political and subversive. These It is important to note here that the term "community archives" is a general umbrella term under which a host of different types of projects may fit. Community archives can range from entirely independent, permanent, 501(c)(3) nonprofit organizations dedicated solely to archival endeavors, to archival projects within larger community organizations, to informal, loosely defined, temporary configurations of community members dedicated to shaping collective memory of a community's past. As such, the term "community archives" can be seen an external imposition by archival studies scholars rather than emerging organically from within such community efforts.
The archives profession in the U.S. is only now coming to terms with this burgeoning community archives movement. In the realm of practice, the rise of community archives has meant a reframing of the functions of appraisal, description and access to align with communityspecific priorities, reflect contingent cultural values, and allow for greater participation in archival decision-making. provenance to include descendants of the subjects of records. 38 Terry Cook has even declared that the recent emphasis on community constitutes a paradigm shift in the field, akin to previous conceptual guideposts like evidence and memory. 39 Yet while much scholarly work has been done in this area, virtually none of it addresses the impact of community archives on the communities they serve. More work is needed not only to understand the conceptual impact of these archival organizations on archival theory and practice, but also to assess the needs and the impact of these memory organizations on the individual, community, and societal level.
Impact of archives
Over the past decade, several studies have been conducted that sought to measure the social, economic and pedagogical impact of museums, libraries and archives. Peter Brophy, in his assessment of impact in information and library services as "…any effect of a service, product or other 'event' on an individual or group…" 40 that can have positive or negative, short term or long term results, developed a scale of levels of measurable impact that range from -2/Hostility to 6/Changed Action. Brophy's model of evaluation attempts to not only gauge the user's affective relationship to information and library services, but to supply a means for information professionals to qualitatively account for the import of the services they provide. In archival studies, the Archival Metrics project has provided detailed toolkits to help archivists and special collections librarians measure the economic impact of archives, as well as to assess the effectiveness of online finding aids and teaching tools. 41 Research emerging out of the Archival Metrics project suggests that archives have a significant monetary impact on the communities they serve. 42 Several studies in the U.K. have attempted to measure the social impact of libraries, archives, and museums. Among these studies the general consensus is that social impact can be defined as "…encompassing inclusion or overcoming exclusion of individuals or groups in terms of poverty, education, race, or disability and may also include issues of health, community safety, employment and education…." In assessing the role and impact of archives in social justice, Duff et al emphasize the ways in which the archival components of social justice, as manifested in Brophy's levels, can either be negative or positive, and have opposite impacts on different communities, necessitating the study of social justice impact on the micro-, meso-and macro-levels.
In the community archives world, the U.K.-based Community Archives and Heritage Group commissioned independent research to investigate the impact of community archives.
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The research found that community archives have wide-ranging impact in several areas, such as the development of skills in volunteers, the preservation of narratives not found in mainstream institutions, and promotion of community pride, citizenship, empowerment and social inclusion.
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Although these findings by the Community Archives Development group are very important, the community archives landscape in the U.S. is quite different, due in part to lack of government funding for such projects. 53 Furthermore, the Community Archives Development group's report is based on the results of a questionnaire, which presents particular impediments for assessing personal, affective impact. This literature review has assessed the state of scholarship in several areas key to our study: symbolic annihilation; affect in archives; community archives; and archival impact. We situate our research within these strands of scholarship and posit that our research responds to gaps in each of these areas. For example, while symbolic annihilation is a powerful theoretical concept, ours is the first study to empirically observe it in archives. Similarly, fantastic theoretical work is being done to delineate the importance of affect in many aspects of the archival endeavor, but much more work is needed to observe empirically the way affect operates. Using semi-structured qualitative interviews to collect data is a well-established method in archival studies and in information studies more broadly. 56 This research fits squarely within an interpretivist research paradigm that assumes reality is socially constructed, that the results of any research are contextually dependent on the interaction between researcher and subject, and that aims to elucidate a specific case rather than create generalizable results.
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Interviews allow researchers to gain detailed understandings of the thoughts, feelings, and perceptions of subjects from their point of view using their own words. 58 The resulting data is descriptive in nature; the goal of such research is to generate a "thick description" of a particular phenomenon in a single setting.
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The research team followed the seven stages of the interview process recommended by In the thematizing phase, the research team decided on central themes they would like the research to address. These themes included the affective nature of archives, the social and personal impact of community archives, the role of community archives in the identity formation of marginalized groups, and the uses of community archives in academic teaching and research.
In the design phase, the research team created a series of questions related to these themes (see Appendix A). The team decided to interview a purposeful sample, consciously selecting an atypical group of users who are both members of the community being documented and actively dedicated to the community archives being examined. The resulting data is not generalizable to the total South Asian American population nor to members of ethnic communities in the US more broadly, but rather provides details about an information-rich case. 61 In this phase, the research team sought and received approval from their university's Institutional Review Board.
In the interview phase, each of the three members of the research team conducted three or four interviews using the same interview protocol (Appendix A). Interviews were conducted over the phone, via Skype, or over email, based on the preference of the interviewee. Interviews conducted via phone or Skype were recorded with the permission of the interviewee and transcribed using the transcription service Scribie.com. The research team then checked the transcripts for accuracy and analyzed all of the transcripts (including the text of the email interviews) for emerging themes. These themes were then narrowed, expanded, and/or verified by each member of the research team using a consensus-based process.
Furthermore, this research was conducted about a single information-rich case (SAADA) with the aims of generating theory about community archives. As such, we aimed for depth over breadth, aiming for detailed description that points to the emergence and delineation of key theoretical concepts.
Limitations
Given that the respondents were all involved in a single community archives, we do not seek to make generalized claims about the affective impact of all community archives everywhere, but rather we develop a theoretical framework for thinking about affective impact more broadly. Furthermore, even within the case that we explore, our interviews were conducted solely with a specific subgroup of highly dedicated users-members of SAADA's Academic
Advisory Council-about whom we make no claims of representing all of SAADA's users or all South Asian Americans. Although all of the Academic Advisory Council members are also South Asian American community members, we recognize that they are a unique, non-representative subset of community members who are both familiar with archival research and well-versed in academic discussion of social identity. Academic users in particular are trained to discuss archival records in a professional manner that may undervalue or discredit affective responses.
As a result, their responses may have under-emphasized the personal and emotional reactions to archival use. Furthermore, all three of the interviewers were outsiders to the South Asian American community, which may have caused some interview subjects to have reticence in opening up about issues related to South Asian American community formation, inclusion, and belonging; additional research conducted by South Asian American interviewers would be necessary to confirm or deny the possible impact of insider/outsider dynamics on the results.
Additionally, although interviews yielded particularly rich data, other methodologies such as focus groups, diaries, and ethnographic observation also could be used to uncover affective impact and triangulate our findings. In summary, our research presents a specific view of the ways in which one subgroup of users from one ethnic community affectively responds to records documenting the history of their own ethnic group in one community archives and represents a first attempt at a larger ongoing research trajectory.
Findings
The interviews surfaced a number of key themes related to SAADA's impact in countering feelings of symbolic annihilation in archives specifically, and in understandings of American history and contemporary American society more broadly. These themes are: the absence of or difficulty in accessing historical materials related to South Asian Americans before the emergence of SAADA; the personal affective impact of discovering SAADA for the first time; the affective impact of SAADA on the respondents' South Asian American students; and the ability of SAADA to both reflect diversity within the South Asian American community and promote feelings of inclusion both within the ethnic community and in the larger society. Taken together, these recurring themes shed light on the ways in which one community archives has had an affective impact on part of the community it serves by countering feelings of symbolic annihilation and instead promoting what we term to "representational belonging."
Archival Gaps and Difficulty of Access Prior to SAADA
Prior to their exposure to SAADA, participants had varying degrees of success accessing archival materials related to South Asian Americans in government and university repositories. I told everybody about my dissertation and what I was working on, because I was in New York and I was interacting all the time with people who were a part of the organizations and communities that I was writing about…. And so people would just tell me, "Oh, I have a bunch of flyers and meeting notes from this non defunct organization. If you want to look at it, you can come over to my apartment and I'll share it with you…." I spent an entire day just going through [one person's] files. He was like, "I just stuck everything in these file cabinets and then I don't remember what's in there but you can look." And I scanned a bunch of his documents that he had. So I was relying on people who had taken care to save things.
Interviewee 8 also mentioned a reliance on informal networks for accessing records. In response to the questions as to whether or not she had looked for archives on South Asian Americans before, she stated:
No, because there was nothing that was around. And so whatever we were trying to do and whatever information we would gather, would usually be by word of mouth and by the kindness of people who would actually save things. You had to actually construct your own networks of contacts, together and access materials. I mean, sure there were some library collections here and there… but [those efforts failed] because they lacked funding.
Interviewee 9 noted that while she could find records related to prominent South Asian Americans in archives, there was a dearth of records related to every day people and oral histories in mainstream repositories. She said:
This last summer when I was down at the National Archives in Washington, DC, I was doing a project that pertains to South Asian Americans, and apart from the most famous South Asian Americans… I did not find any South Asian Americans in the archives, and I found it very frustrating because I had kind of a disconnect looking for the kinds of stories that I am accustomed to as an oral historian, and then going and looking for those kinds of stories in the archive and having to confront the fact that I was looking for the wrong thing, that those kinds of stories don't appear in the archives. That's why we have SAADA, that's why we do oral history, because otherwise we can't find them.
By contrast, a number of participants did have success as academic researchers finding archival sources related to South Asian American history, but many of them spoke of the difficulty of finding these sources, the financial costs and time commitment required to conduct such archival research, and the partial and "hidden" nature of collection related to South Asian American history. For example, one interviewee spoke about her experience conducting dissertation research on South Asian American history at the National Archives:
While I greatly enjoy the time I spend in archives, I have discovered archival research is a lonely business-months spent in strange cities living in strangers' houses in often deplorable conditions. There is a also the question of paying for it…I know I need to conduct further research for this project, but without additional funding or a tenure-track job with a flexible work-schedule in the future, I'm not sure how this would be possible.
One participant talked about the difficulty of finding materials via existing descriptive systems; she said, "I found the holdings catalog at the National Archives to be incredibly unintuitive and hard to use. Every time I go to the archives, I feel like I'm trying to find a needle in a haystack."
Another participant discussed how much serendipity had been involved in her discovery of archival records related to South Asian Americans. She said, "I was not looking for South Asian Americans in the archives. I stumbled upon them." Others described archival sources related to South Asian Americans as "fragmented," "dispersed," and "limited," belying a frustration with traditional archival organizational structures based on provenance.
As these responses indicated, participants did not see South Asian Americans adequately represented in mainstream repositories. Though none of the respondents used the academic term "symbolic annihilation" to discuss the repercussions of the exclusion of members of their own ethnic community from archives, their responses indicate a sense of alienation, isolation, and misrepresentation in mainstream repositories that is consistent with the concept. Furthermore, the absence of records documenting South Asian Americans in mainstream archives, coupled with the difficulty in accessing such records when they have been archived, has had epistemological impact in the sense that community members had little physical materials to prove the existence of their community in the U.S. prior to 1965. In the absence of physical materials, it has been hard to build knowledge about community history.
Personal Affective Responses to SAADA
Across the board, participants described affective responses to seeing SAADA for the first time. They spoke of "the joy" of using SAADA, the "thrill" of discovery, "amazement" at the breadth and depth of sources, "excitement" at searching the archives, and "awe" at how easy it was to use. Interviewee 3 asserted that after seeing the archive for the first time, he was delighted and thought, "SAADA is a wonderful thing to do, an important thing to do." Interviewee 4 remarked, "…I was very, very excited about [seeing SAADA]. I thought that it was an awesome project and thought this is something that could really revolutionize the way in which we think about these archives… [by] 'centralizing'" information in local museums and archives.
A few of the participants were moved to volunteer for the organization after having emotional responses during their initial exposure to the archives. Interviewee 6 said, "I remember being quite excited when I first found [SAADA] and immediately shot an email to Samip [Mallick, SAADA's Executive Director] because I wanted to know how I could get involved." Interviewee 9 in particular discussed the affective, personal value of the archive and the emotional impact volunteering with the organization has had on her. She said:
Okay, I'm just gonna get emotional a little bit. My dad died…a little over a year ago. And the [oral history] interview that I did with him [for SAADA] was the only one that I did with him. And it's there. And that is a treasure to me. And I did it because I wanted to work with SAADA and to have a place for these oral histories. So, for me personally, the value of the archive is profound. And I think that that may be true for a lot of people who suddenly are able to discover themselves, existing, being documented.
The interviewee quoted above eloquently points to SAADA's affective impacts on both a personal and social level. In this case, it was not just the existence of SAADA, nor just exposure to the records in SAADA, but active participation in record creation for SAADA that provokes such an emotional response. As this interviewee confirmed, SAADA offers a much-needed counter-narrative for individuals and communities who have repeatedly been misrepresented and/or made invisible. This one record-a single oral history-holds much affective power for a daughter for whom the record represents a trace of her father. It documents and validates both his existence and experiences and her feelings. But even more so, the existence of this record and its inclusion in an archives has an ontological impact; it changes her sense of being in the world such that she can "discover" herself "existing" in ways she did not before this record was created and made accessible. Representation in community archives catalyzes this ontological shift from not-being/ not-existing/ not being documented to being/existing/being documented, with profound personal implications.
This record described by Interviewee 9 also matters on an affective level to the larger community. It is only through such records that this community is able to discover themselves, to validate their existence, and to be represented in ways that reflect their needs and desires. This record also points to the urgent need to do this documentation work before such stories are lost and for their creators, their users, and scholars in archival studies to think about the personal and affective impacts of records. Symbolic annihilation is not merely an abstract academic concept; the occlusions of yourself, your loved ones, and your community have a deep affective impact on everyday lives, as our respondents suggested.
Students' Affective Responses to SAADA
Several respondents mentioned the affective impact that using SAADA in the classroom had on South Asian American students. Interviewees described how their students were "surprised," and "inspired" to find out about largely unknown histories and "excited to see themselves as part of history." "It's exciting for them to get a chance to see themselves," said one respondent; it's "incredibly meaningful" said another. Interviewee 1, an Asian American studies professor, said that her South Asian American students are: …always surprised, especially that the [materials in SAADA] are so directly relevant to understanding American immigration, or the legal system, when you think about things like the Bhagat Singh Thind case, which was a key moment when the U.S. had to be really direct about the racial discrimination that was built into its naturalization laws. They are surprised that it was us [South Asians] who were directly part of that history…. In the Bay Area, there's a lot of knowledge and attention to Chinese and Japanese and Filipino history. My students generally understand that there's a longstanding presence of those communities in California. They're surprised that the same is true for South Asian communities.
Interviewee 7 echoed this response: "I think students have responded well, and sometimes been They were struck by the fact that they didn't know any of these stories. And then the students who weren't South Asian American, who could or had knowledge of their families having immigrant histories, whether it be like 100 years ago or 80 years ago, or 50 years ago, they were actually bringing that up when they were writing responses,… they were bringing up those connections to their own family histories and thinking about the stories that had perhaps had been lost in their own histories. So that was interesting. But with South Asian American students it was actually quite different. They were totally, as most people are, they were unaware as well, but they were sort of talking about the facts. [They said,] "It was interesting to see that people who looked like me... or looked like my parents, they actually had a place in history and they did all sorts of things. We didn't know that there was a [South Asian American] senator, we didn't know this, we didn't know that." So, they were actually really, really interested in it…. There was a lot of interest and it was actually quite a distinct difference between those students who were South Asian decent and who were not." Several respondents described SAADA as an important bridge for students to learn about their own immigrant backgrounds. Interviewee 6 said: "I think SAADA is particularly important for new immigrants to understand the community's histories and past struggles. I work with international students from India on a day-to-day basis and most of them are unaware of the history of the present of South Asians in North America or even of the Civil Rights movement.
Resources like SAADA are incredibly important in helping raise awareness of this history."
As our respondents noted, South Asian American students have largely been denied the opportunity to see themselves in American history. Their surprise that they actually have a century-long history in the U.S. points to the extent of the symbolic annihilation experienced by this community. In this sense, the reactions our interview subjects described in their students confirm our previous finding that community archives can have an ontological and affective impact not just on individuals, but on the communities writ large. The student responses to SAADA (as reported by their instructors) show that the materials collected by community organizations can affirm a collective sense of being and belonging in the absence of sufficiently complex representations and narratives in mainstream cultural heritage organizations and media.
Affective Impact of Community Inclusion
Many of the participants discussed the impact of SAADA's broad and inclusive sense of South Asian American identity on their personal feelings of belonging. SAADA's success at crossing boundaries of nation and religion was repeatedly brought up by subjects; the organization's use of the regional umbrella term "South Asian," rather than focusing on a single national origin or ethnic or religious identity strongly resonated with the participants' own sense of identity.
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All of the participants personally identified with the term "South Asian American," though some also described themselves as belonging to additional communities based on region, religion, language, and nation as well.
A few discussed the ways in which they feel that they are strengthening their ties to the community through their involvement with SAADA. For example, Interviewee 8 said, "The other thing that was really very good for me, in terms of making SAADA exciting, was the fact it focused not on India, which is where my parents originally came from, but on South Asia which was a category that I much more closely identified with." Similarly, Interviewee 9 said: I think the thing that's so great about SAADA is that…the people affiliated with SAADA have worked very hard to ensure that the diversity of the community is represented, and that is one part of it that's incredibly important to me….. One of the things that is so stunning about the [records in SAADA] is that they are not composed of North Indian Hindi speaking Hindus basically. It represents a wide range of religious backgrounds, linguistic backgrounds, regions of origin, times of migration, reasons for migration. SAADA does not represent the stereotypes of South Asian Americans in this country by limiting the kinds of stories that tells to those of upwardly mobile successful medical professionals and entrepreneurs. That is, I think, a real testament to the people who have been working on it and doing the collection, and also is vital to the public's understanding of the experience of South Asians in this country.
The diversity of the collection was a key factor that made respondents feel welcome and represented in the archives. Interviewee 5 articulated the importance of SAADA's broad, regional approach to community: SAADA is unique and it's such a treasure that we have. I mean, it's a resource that collects all of the pieces of our identity that we share together, right? I mean, one person may be from Bangladesh, another from Pakistan, another from Sri Lanka, but we have a shared history and we have a shared identity. How we're seen in the U.S. is similar, right? So, people may see me as a Bangladeshi, or they may see a Bangladeshi as an Indian. I mean, how we are perceived is the same, and so that plays a huge part in how we sort of come together as a community. And so to have a resource like SAADA is amazing. A place where we can look up our history, we can see how people lived their lives and how they're doing so today, and how the past impacts the present, all of it. It's really incredible.
Another respondent echoed that SAADA was not just a reflection of the community, but a community-building tool. She said, "SAADA creates a home for the history of South Asians in America, a place that we can go and find them because we can't find them in other places… Learning about South Asian American history was transformational for me. Stories like that of Anandibai Joshee, Dalip Singh Saund, and Lalit Gadhia were not stories that I could learn about in school, read in textbooks or see covered in the media. But it was through learning about these stories and the many others like them that finally helped me see myself reflected in the American experience. For me knowing there is a long, rich and diverse history of South Asians in the U.S. counteracts that feeling of displacement.
This transformational moment is a compelling illustration of what we term "representational belonging," that is, the ways in which community archives enable those who have been left out of mainstream repositories to have the power and authority to establish and enact their presence in archives in complex, meaningful, and substantive ways. In this way, seeing oneself reflected in archives has significant epistemological, ontological, and affective consequences. On a basic level, community archives provide an empirical basis of evidence on which to assert the community's historical presence; they allow communities to prove the facts of their presence in the face of silencing, marginalization, and misportrayal. Yet, their power extends beyond the empirical to the ontological, in the sense that they affirm a sense of being among people who have felt their very existence was denied by mainstream media and cultural heritage institutions, as the earlier discussion of Interviewee 9's responses confirmed. This ontological affirmation has important affective implications, as community members have emotionally charged responses to symbolic forms of representation. As articulated by Interviewee 7 and other respondents, the work of SAADA has brought to relief the varied roles that South Asian Americans have taken on in society, providing an expansive form of 'representational belonging' that moves beyond stereotype and embodies the community's diversity.
Return to Theory
Our findings confirm that, while not specifically named as such, the concept of symbolic annihilation accurately describes how members of one marginalized community feel about their community's representation (or lack thereof) in mainstream archives. Our research also generated a new concept, representational belonging, which serves as a counterweight to symbolic annihilation and describes the affective responses community members have to seeing their communities represented with complexity and nuance.
Moreover, our interviews also hinted at a new theoretical framework for understanding several levels through which representational belonging operates in community archives. On an epistemological level, community archives provide empirical evidence for a community to assert its existence in the past. Epistemology, or the theory of how we know what we know, aptly describes the ways in which community archives enable communities to establish their histories through material artifacts. By collecting materials that document the previously unknown history of a community, community archives assert we were here. This epistemological impact also has an ontological effect. Ontology, or the study of the nature of being, examines how people exist in the world. On an ontological level, community archives affirm I am here. They reflect and assert identities in the present, allowing individuals "to suddenly see themselves existing" in ways they could not and did not previously. This epistemological and ontological impact, in turn, has a social impact. On a social level, community archives assert you belong here to members of the communities they serve. At the social level, our research showed how one community archives enabled both academics and their students to feel a sense of belonging and inclusion with each other through interaction with the archives. These three levels of impact-epistemological, ontological, and social-together undergird our conception of representational belonging. As our interviews indicated, each of the proposed levels has strong affective resonances in community members.
Conclusion
As our study showed, community archives can have an important epistemological, ontological, and social impact on the communities they represent. While quantitative measures of such impact remain elusive, it is possible to qualitatively assess this impact through in-depth interviews with community users, as our research has indicated. The themes identified in our research-the absences of mainstream media and repositories, the affective impact of discovery both personally and on students, the complex representation of diversity within the community, and the promotion of feelings of inclusion-all point to the ways community archives are powerful forces in communities who have historically been excluded from more formal and well-established institutions.
This article provides one early attempt to understand the personal and social impact of community archives in the U.S. context. In revealing how one subset of community members affectively responds to representation in one community archives, our research has raised a host of issues for future exploration. Do other community archives have the same or similar affective impact on the communities they serve? Does the tripartite structure presented here of epistemological, ontological, and social impact provide a useful heuristic for talking about community archives in general? How does affective impact compare to other types of impact archives might have such as political, financial, and social justice impact? These are all questions we hope to explore in future research.
Such research is needed if we are, as an academic field and a profession, to truly understand the nature, function, and impact of community archives. Our research points to ways in which these grassroots memory projects change the nature of the archival endeavor by taking into account not only the evidential value of records, but their affective value (as manifested on epistemological, ontological, and social levels) as well. Although there is certainly the potential for any records-regardless of the type of institution stewarding them-to produce affective impact, we posit that community archives have been at the forefront of documenting and responding to communities and producing both affirmations of existence and feelings of belonging among the community members they serve. In this way, mainstream archival repositories and professionally trained archivists would do well to take a page from the community archives movement in order to more profoundly counteract the effects of symbolic annihilation, and to instead work to invoke feelings of representational belonging for the communities and individuals they exist to serve.
